313.    THE NATAL SHOPS ACT
Our contemporary. The Natal Advertiser, has given prominence to a
lengthy contribution from the Secretaries of the Natal Stores Employees'
Association on the Shops Act. In it the Secretaries have endeavoured
to justify the Act by attempting to show that it has injured Asiatic trade.
Whether it has injured that trade or not, we do not propose to discuss.
We have accepted the principle underlying the Act. We believe it is
right that the opening and the closing hours of shops should be State-
regulated. But we cannot help thinking that the actual hours fixed by the
statute are inconvenient in every respect. In fixing them, no account has
been taken of the public who support the traders. To close the shops on
Saturday afternoons is the height of absurdity. But all this is by the
way. We believe that the Act will require early amending before it be-
comes workable.
It is, however, the irresponsible manner in which the responsible
officers of the Association have dealt with the Indian traders that appears
to us to call for some remarks. The Secretaries state that, before the
Act, the Indian traders kept their shops open for 103 hours per week, as
against 53 hours after the passing of the Act. There is no authority
produced for the sweeping statement. It is inherently incorrect. The
103 hours per week mean 17 hours and ten minutes per day. Now, if
we assume that the Indian store-keeper (not requiring, of course, any food
and not attending to the toilet) opened his store at 6 a.m., he would not
close, in order to have over 17 hours, until after 11.10 p.m. We should
be glad to be furnished with the names of Indian traders who kept open
during the pre-Act days between 6 a.m. and 11.10 p.m. We have heard
of Irish members of the House of Commons tirelessly sitting out whole
nights in the House, satisfying their hunger on a bit of kola-nut. But
we have not heard of any Indian traders, with their employees, springing
out of their beds (if they may be credited with having any) and hastening
to their shops at 6 a.m., and standing behind the counter up to 11.10
p.m. We have heard many exaggerated accounts about Indians, but this
one from the Natal Stores Employees' Association must certainly take the
palm. We are prepared, however, to admit that some Indian store-keepers
did keep open longer than they do now, but we are also prepared to show,
if proof were needed, that European traders of the same type sinned equally,
if not much worse.
Almost on a par with the above exaggeration are the other statements
made by the Secretaries. We ask them to study their facts before they
rush into print and they will, we assure them, find that the Indian trader
is not as vile, after all, as they make him appear.
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